DEEP breaths and forced coughs could help clear mucus but are unlikely to help people with a dry cough and mild cases of covid-19, despite what advice on social media would have you believe.

Breathing exercises help manage some respiratory conditions, like chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. The aims of the exercises are to clear lungs of sticky mucus, coordinate your breathing with medication to deliver the optimal dose and to keep the airways open, says Michael Niederman at Weill Cornell Medicine in New York.

The exercises often involve taking deep breaths and coughing up sputum, and doctors may suggest devices to help with this.

On the face of it, simple breathing exercises, such as those recommended by a UK doctor in a viral video shared widely on Twitter, make sense for people with covid-19, says Niederman.

In the video, the doctor recommends taking a deep breath and holding it in before releasing it. The doctor suggests repeating this five times, before finishing a final round of breathing with a big cough.

The exercise is similar to others used in respiratory care, says Niederman. Deep breaths are generally a good idea, because they can encourage air into the depths of the lungs. If these pockets of the lung aren\'t used, they can essentially close, and become at risk of infection, says Niederman.

Deep breaths can also increase the amount of oxygen getting into the body, and the volume of carbon dioxide leaving it, says Ema Swingwood, chair of the Association of Chartered Physiotherapists in Respiratory Care.

Although taking deep breaths can be helpful, it isn\'t generally a good idea to inhale through your mouth for them, as the doctor in the video does. Sucking in a big gulp of air can irritate an existing dry cough.

"Taking deep breaths can be helpful, but it isn\'t a good idea to inhale through your mouth for them"

Breathing in through your nose is a better idea, says Swingwood. "The nose warms and moistens the air that you take in," she says. "Breathing in dry air isn\'t going to help you."

A hard cough at the end of a breathing cycle would help clear out mucus, says Niederman. The problem is that most people who develop a cough with covid-19 have a dry cough, says Swingwood. For those people, big coughs are unlikely to be helpful.

Advice on social media also recommends lying on your front once you have completed breathing exercises. The idea is to take pressure off the lungs, which are located towards your back.

In a hospital setting, turning a person over is thought to allow oxygen to reach other parts of the lungs. But the decision to turn patients onto their fronts is made only after considering a range of factors, and doctors monitor how they respond to the new position.

Swingwood is concerned that people who are struggling to breathe could try to manage symptoms at home rather than seek help. "We want to make sure that people are reporting their symptoms and getting timely treatments," she says.

Breathing exercises won\'t stop people from getting covid-19, either. "I don\'t think we know completely, but it\'s unlikely to cause any extra benefit over going for a good old walk," says Swingwood.
